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Abstract 
 The influence of choice on individuals’ social identification and Psychological 
Sense of Community (PSOC) with their group memberships is a little examined area. The 
current study examined participants’ (N = 219) level of social identification and PSOC 
across multiple group memberships that differ in the degree of choice associated with 
membership. In addition, consideration was given to the influence of contextual salience 
on the relationship between choice and social identification and PSOC. Results indicated 
that, controlling for contextual salience, choice was positively associated with levels of 
social identification and PSOC.  
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 Past research has indicated that the nature of community and our sense of 
belonging to a community are changing. Modern society presents us with a much greater 
degree of choice in community membership than ever before. The current paper presents 
an investigation of this notion of choice and how it may influence our identification and 
sense of community with the communities to which we belong. The introduction presents 
an overview of the literature on community, sense of community, and identification, 
before moving on to examine work which indicates that choice in community membership 
may be influential on these constructs. 
Community and Sense of Community  
In today’s world, meanings of community can range dramatically from the small 
village ideal of community (Tonnies, 1988),  through to virtual communities, where 
members are connected through technology rather than geography (Rheingold, 1991).  In 
its broadest sense, community can simply be seen as a set of people with some kind of 
shared element, which can vary widely from a situation, such as living in a particular 
place, to some kind of interest, beliefs or values. In this sense, then, we can all belong to 
multiple communities, our local neighborhoods, our workplace, and a diverse arrange of 
ideological or interest based groups. There is research in the community psychology arena 
which indicates that individuals can have a strong affiliation with various communities 
(Brodsky & Marx, 2001; Pretty, Andrewes, & Collett, 1994; Royal & Rossi, 1996).  
From a psychological framework, the concept of psychological sense of 
community (PSOC) is presented as an essential element of any type of community.  
McMillan and Chavis (1986) developed the first psychological theory of PSOC, which 
remains one of the most accepted and used theoretical discussions of the concept. This 
theory proposes that PSOC consists of four elements: Membership, Influence, Integration 
and Fulfillment of Needs, and Shared Emotional Connection. Membership refers to the 
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feeling of belonging and identification, of being part of a community collective.  The 
second dimension is that of Influence, a bi-directional concept, given that for a group to be 
attractive, an individual must feel they have some control and influence over it, while, on 
the other hand, for a group to be cohesive, the group itself must also have influence on its 
individual members. The third dimension, Integration and Fulfillment of Needs, assumes 
that for a community to maintain a positive sense of togetherness, the individual-group 
association must be rewarding for the individual members. It is suggested that common 
needs, goals, beliefs and values are important elements of this dimension. The last 
dimension is that of Shared Emotional Connection, which is based on a sense of shared 
history and identification with the community. It also refers to the bonds developed over 
time through positive interaction with other community members. McMillan and Chavis 
(1986) suggest that these dimensions work dynamically together to create and maintain an 
overall sense of community.  
Although developed in a neighborhood setting, this theory has been shown to be 
applicable to a diverse array of communities. These include planned towns (Plas & Lewis, 
1996), urban barrios (Garcia, Giulani, & Wiesenfield, 1999), the workplace  (Catano, 
Pretty, Southwell, & Cole, 1993; Mahan, 2000; Pretty & McCarthy, 1991; Pretty, 
McCarthy, & Catano, 1992), religious communities (Miers & Fisher, 2002), immigrant 
communities (Fisher & Sonn, 1999; Sonn, 2002), student communities (Pretty, 1990) and 
internet communities (Obst, Zinkiewicz, & Smith, 2002a).  
Identification 
 As is evidenced in McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) theory of sense of community, 
identification with the community appears to play an important part in several of the 
dimensions of PSOC. In much of the literature on community, the notion of identification 
with the community arises in understanding members’ attachment to their community, be 
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it their geographical community (Hedges & Kelly, 1992; Puddifoot, 1994, 1996, 2003) or 
memberships in multiple communities, both geographical and relational (Brodsky & 
Marx, 2001). 
Recently Cameron (2004) has put forward a three factor model of social 
identification, providing researchers with a tool to look more closely at the concept of 
identification in relation to community membership. Cameron’s three factors are: 
Centrality, that is the cognitive prominence of a given group membership; Ingroup Affect, 
the emotional evaluation of that group membership; and Ingroup Ties, the perception of 
similarity and bonds with other group members.  
 Notion of Choice 
In a recent study by Obst and colleagues (Obst, Zinkiewicz & Smith, 2002b) 
examining participants’ levels of PSOC and social identification in both their local 
neighborhood and an interest community, results showed that the dimensions of PSOC were 
consistent across both interest and geographical communities. However, participants felt 
higher levels of PSOC and the Centrality aspect of social identification with their interest 
community than with their local neighborhood. This finding was also consistent across the 
dimensions of PSOC (Membership, Influence, Fulfillment of Needs and Shared Emotional 
Connection); respondents reported higher scores on all dimensions with their community of 
interest than with their local geographical communities. One obvious difference between 
membership in a geographical community and a community of interest is the notion of 
choice. For most of us, there is a degree of choice in where we live; however, the choice is 
constrained by many variables such as work, finances, significant others, schools and other 
conveniences. In relational groups, members have a much greater degree of choice to belong 
to such communities and are drawn together through a common interest. The Obst et al. 
(2002b) study was limited in making stronger conclusions in relation to these findings as data 
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was collected in the context of the community of interest rather than in a neutral context, 
which may have triggered the situational accessibility of membership in that community.  
Research has shown that the salience of group membership can have an impact on 
social identification measures (e.g., Hewstone, Hantzi & Johnston, 1991; Stangor, Lynch, 
Duan & Glas, 1992). Salience refers to the cognitive accessibility of our membership in 
particular groups which impacts on our behavior. This accessibility can be separated into 
two components: chronic and situational accessibility. Chronic accessibility refers to the 
ease with which that category can be cognitively activated across all sorts of social 
situations, while situational accessibility is the availability of a categorisation in a particular 
social context and which may be enhanced by contextual factors (Devine, 1989, Oakes, 
1987). Therefore, in the current research, measures of contextual salience were included.  
The perception of choice has been shown to have a positive impact on a number of 
psychological and behavioral variables. A sense of choice or freedom has been linked with 
greater intrinsic motivation (Zuckerman, Porac, Lathin, Smith & Deci, 1978), greater trust 
in leaders (Deci & Ryan, 1987), and enhanced environmental climate (Ryan & Grolnick, 
1986).  In the community psychology literature, an early study by Compas (1981), which 
examined the influence of perceived choice on the PSOC of group members in a minimal 
groups design, found that individuals who perceived a greater degree of choice in 
belonging to an experimental group reported a greater sense of community than those who 
felt they had less choice in belonging to the group. 
In the literature exploring ingroup identification, the notion of choice has arisen in 
some studies. In a study examining ingroup bias, (Finchilescu, 1986) found that participants 
categorized into a group to which they had chosen to belong displayed more ingroup bias 
than those who were categorized into a group that differed from their choice.  Other more 
recent studies have found that participants only identified with a group when the assigned 
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categorization coincided with their self-categorization of group membership (Barreto & 
Ellemers, 2002), and that affective commitment to the group was higher when participants 
self-selected their group membership (Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999). Hence, 
there seems to be some support for the notion that group processes may be stronger in groups 
that members choose to belong to.  
 Current Study 
Thus, the major aim of the current study was to examine empirically if the degree 
of choice of community membership was associated with higher levels of overall PSOC 
and social identification. This was further examined at the dimensional level of each 
construct. Data regarding participants’ level of PSOC and social identification with three 
distinct group memberships was collected. These group memberships differed in the 
degree of choice available to participants in becoming members. The low choice category 
was participants’ local neighborhood. Although there can be a degree of choice in where 
we live, a number of factors such as financial, practicality, work and family related factors 
impinge on our decision. Deciding to be a student at a particular university (medium 
choice category) has more choice involved; however, it is still restricted by a factors such 
as place availability, prior academic achievement, and convenience factors. The category 
representing high choice was a self chosen interest group (e.g., sports club, religious 
group, environmental group, internet group). As membership is based purely on personal 
interest, there are negligible constraints on membership choices.  
Secondly, the current study aimed to control for the influence of the salience of 
group membership on social identification and PSOC. Situational salience was controlled 
for by priming techniques, (i.e., having students write down the name of each category 
before answering questions on that group membership). Further, salience checks, taken 
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from White et al. (2002), were included at the end of the questionnaire, and salience 
entered as a covariate in all analyses.  
Based on the findings of research examining choice in the social identity theory 
literature (Barreto & Ellemers, 2002; Ellemers et al., 1999; Finchilescu, 1986), it was 
expected that identification would increase as the degree of choice over membership in the 
group increased. Further, it was expected that this would be seen on both the cognitive 
(Centrality) and affective dimensions (Ingroup Ties and Ingroup Affect) of social 
identification. Based on the findings of Compas (1981) and Obst et al. (2002b), it was also 
expected that PSOC would increase with the greater degree of choice in group membership 
and this would also be reflected across the dimensions of PSOC (Membership, Emotional 
Connection, Needs Fulfillment and Influence). 
 
Methodology 
Participants 
Participants were 219 first year university students (63 males and 156 females), 
who participated in the experiment to gain course credit. The age range was 17 years to 62 
years with a mean of 23.4 years (SD = 8.51). The majority were single (74%), 19% were 
married or in a defacto relationship and 7% were divorced or separated. Twenty percent 
were from a non-English speaking background. 
Pilot Study 
 To ensure that the chosen categories of neighborhood, university student, and self 
chosen interest group, represented low, medium and high levels of choice, a pilot study 
was conducted with 19 undergraduate students, 3 males and 16 females, with an age range 
of 18 to 36 years (M = 25.37, SD = 5.58). The study asked participants to indicate on a 
scale from 1 (no choice) to 7 (complete choice) the degree of choice they felt they had in 
belonging to these groups. A one way ANOVA was conducted which revealed these 
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groups differed significantly in the degree of choice associated with their membership (F 
(3, 13) = 53.63, p = .000). Bonferroni adjusted post hoc analysis revealed that the mean 
level of perceived choice associated with membership in a local neighborhood (M = 4.43) 
was significantly lower than that associated with being a student (M = 5.75), which, in 
turn, was significantly lower than that associated with membership in a self chosen interest 
group (M = 6.62). 
Materials and Procedure 
 Research materials consisted of a questionnaire containing 79 items. Four items 
assessed basic demographics: sex, age, ethnicity, and marital status. Twenty-two items 
assessed PSOC and social identification. These 22 items were repeated for each of three 
communities, which differed in the degree of choice of membership. Low choice was 
represented by the category “local neighborhood”, medium choice of membership was 
represented by the category “student of a particular university”, and high choice was 
represented by a self selected interest group (e.g., religious group, environmental group, 
sports club or internet-based chat group).  
 PSOC was measured by a modified version of the Sense of Community Index 
(Perkins, Florin, Rich, Wandersman, & Chavis, 1990), adapted for the purpose of this 
research. This 10 item scale was repeated for each of the three community memberships 
with items modified consistently across communities. This 10 item scale measures overall 
PSOC and the four dimensions underlying PSOC: Membership (e.g., “I feel at home in my 
neighborhood”); Influence (e.g., “I have almost no influence over what this university is 
like”); Emotional Connection (e.g., The people in my interest group get along well); and 
Needs Fulfillment (e.g., People in my neighborhood do not share the same values”). While 
the SCI has been shown to be a sound measure of overall PSOC, its reliability as a 
measure of the dimensions has been more problematic. However, in the current study a 
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modified version of the scale was used, which has been shown to provide an adequate 
measure of the four dimensions of PSOC, as well as overall PSOC (Obst & White, 2004a).  
 Social identification was assessed by the Three Dimensional Strength of Group 
Identification Scale (Cameron, 2004). This recently developed 12 item scale was chosen as it 
examines three distinct dimensions of identification: Centrality (e.g., “I often think about 
being a member of my interest group”); Ingroup Affect (e.g., “In general I’m glad to be a 
student at this university”); and Ingroup Ties (e.g., “I don’t feel a strong sense of being 
connected to others in my local neighborhood”). This scale was repeated for each of the three 
community memberships. This scale has been shown to have sound psychometric properties 
(Cameron, 2004; Obst & White, 2004b). All PSOC and social identification items were 
presented on a Likert scale ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly agree. The scales 
contained both positive and negatively worded questions. Negatively worded questions were 
reverse scored before analysis.  
 To control for situational salience of group membership, each group membership 
was primed by having participants write down the name of the group immediately before 
answering questions regarding that membership. Further, three salience check items 
regarding each group membership were included at the end of the questionnaire (e.g., “To 
what extent were you responding to the questions in this questionnaire as a member of your 
interest group?”; “How often, when filling out this questionnaire were you thoughts drawn 
to your status as a student of this university?”, “When filling out this questionnaire how 
aware were you of your identity as a member of your local neighborhood?”). Questions 
were presented on a Likert scale from 1 not at all to 7 very much. These questions have 
been used effectively as salience checks in previous research (e.g., White, Hogg & Terry, 
2002). The questionnaires were counterbalanced in relation to the presented order of group 
membership items. Analysis via ANOVA confirmed that no order effects existed. 
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Results 
Preliminary Analysis 
 Missing data was scattered randomly across variables and deleted list wise during 
analysis. Scale construction was based on participants who responded to at least 75% of 
items on any scale. Data was screened for outliers and multivariate normality.  
Scale Reliabilities 
 Table 1 presents the internal reliability statistics calculated via Cronbach’s alpha 
for the Sense of Community Index and the Three Factor Strength of Identification Scale 
and the corresponding subscales of each measure for each community. As can be seen 
from this table, the reliability of the total scales was high across all community types, 
while the subscale reliabilities ranged from moderate to high. 
Insert Table 1 
Influence of Choice 
 Examination of the influence of choice on social identification and PSOC was 
carried out via a series of repeated measures ANCOVAs. In all cases, salience of group 
membership was entered as a covariate in order to control for any possible confounding 
effects of this variable. 
 Identity.  Controlling for salience, a significant difference in overall social 
identification between community groups was found F (2, 210) = 4.45, p = .013. 
Bonferroni adjusted pairwise comparisons revealed that all groups differed significantly. 
Neighborhood social identification (M = 3.69, SD = 0.96) was lower than student social 
identification (M = 4.62, SD = 0.95), which, in turn, was lower than interest group social 
identification (M = 4.86, SD = 1.03) (see Figure 1). 
Insert Figure 1 and Figure 2 
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 This pattern differed somewhat in the subscale differences. Controlling for 
salience, a significant difference emerged between groups on the subscales Ingroup Ties, 
F (3, 210) = 4.85, p = .009 and Centrality, F (3, 210) = 5.13, p = .007. Figure 2 shows 
mean ratings for each social identification subscale across group memberships. Bonferroni 
adjusted pairwise comparisons revealed that the mean responses were significantly higher 
on the Ingroup Ties subscale when responding as a member of an interest group (M = 
4.83, SD = 1.33) than as a student (M = 4.10, SD = 1.32) and were significantly lower than 
both groups when responding as a member of their neighborhood (M = 3.32, SD = 1.33). 
When responding as a neighborhood member (M = 2.97, SD = 1.27), respondents 
displayed lower scores on the Centrality subscale than when responding as a student (M = 
4.31, SD = 1.32) or as a member of an interest groups (M = .20, SD = 1.29). These latter 
groups did not differ significantly on the Centrality subscale. Respondents did not show 
differences in mean levels of Ingroup Affect between the three group memberships. 
 Psychological Sense of Community. Controlling for salience, a significant 
difference in overall PSOC between community groups was found, F (2, 210) = 3.44, p = 
.034. Bonferroni adjusted pairwise comparisons revealed that all groups differed 
significantly from each other. Neighborhood PSOC (M = 3.91, SD = 0.91) was 
significantly lower than student PSOC (M = 4.63, SD = 0.72), which, in turn, was 
significantly lower than when responding as a member of their interest group (M = 5.16, 
SD = 0.93) (See Figure 1). 
 This pattern of results also emerged on the subscales of PSOC. Respondents’ means 
levels of Influence differed significantly between group memberships, F (3, 210) = 5.39, p 
= .005. Figure 3 shows mean ratings for each dimension across group memberships. Mean 
PSOC responses as a member of an interest group (M = 5.62, SD = 0.92) were higher than 
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responses as a student (M = 4.17, SD = 1.51), which were higher than mean responses as a 
member of a local neighborhood (M = 3.32, SD = 1.21).  
Insert Figure 3 Here 
 Respondents’ mean levels of Membership differed significantly between groups, F 
(3, 210) = 4.25, p = .005.  Mean responses as a member of an interest group (M = 5.85, SD 
= 0.99) on the Membership subscale were significantly higher than mean responses as a 
student (M = 5.62, SD = 0.92), which were, in turn, significantly higher than responses as 
a member of their neighborhood (M = 4.71, SD = 1.27)  
 This pattern also emerged on the Emotional Connection subscale, F (3, 210) = 
3.23, p = .042. Mean responses as a member of an interest group (M = 4.27, SD = 1.43) on 
the Emotional Connection subscale were significantly higher than mean responses as a 
student (M = 3.45, SD = 1.15) which, again, were higher than responses as a member of 
their neighborhood (M = 3.02, SD = 1.09). This pattern of results also emerged on the 
Needs Fulfillment subscale, F (3, 210) = 5.37, p = .005. When responding as members of 
an interest group (M = 5.37, SD = 1.13), mean levels of Needs Fulfillment were higher 
than when responding as a student (M = 5.00, SD = 0.92), which were, in turn, higher than 
mean responses a member of a local neighborhood (M = 4.50, SD = 1.30). 
 
Discussion 
 The findings of the current study suggest that the degree of choice we have in our 
community group memberships may be influential on individuals’ sense of belonging 
towards that community group. The results are supportive of the hypotheses that the degree 
of choice we have in being a member of a community group is associated with higher 
levels of social identification and PSOC. Importantly, these findings emerged irrespective 
of the impact of the situational context, indicating that differences in social identification 
and PSOC were not due to contextual priming of certain group memberships. For example, 
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in the current study, the student membership category had higher contextual accessibility as 
the questionnaires were completed within a university context.  
Social Identification 
Levels of social identification with each group membership increased significantly 
as the degree of choice associated with that membership increased. Participants showed 
the lowest levels of social identification with their local neighborhood community, a group 
membership constrained by a number of factors including family, work and financial 
constraints. Participants identified more strongly with the student category which, while 
arguably still having some restrictions such as academic performance, and place 
availability, has a greater degree of choice than where you live. Participants identified 
most strongly with their self-chosen interest group. Membership in this category was 
based on participants’ individual interests and was, therefore, more likely to be an 
important source of social identity for participants. These findings are consistent with 
other research findings indicating a positive association between choice and ingroup 
ratings, bias, commitment and self categorization (Barreto & Ellemers, 2002; Ellemers et 
al., 1999; Finchilescu, 1986) 
 A more in-depth examination of social identification, via analysis of the three 
subscales, reveals a slightly more complex picture. Ingroup Ties can be viewed as a 
similar concept as ingroup cohesiveness, emphasizing identification with other group 
members rather than the group as a whole (Cameron, 2004). In the current study, 
participants felt a greater cohesiveness with other students than with other members of 
their neighborhood. This finding is understandable given that participants would probably 
have much more in common with other students than their neighbors.  Participants felt the 
strongest ties with other members of their interest group. As members of such groups are 
drawn together through a common interest and often a common associated ideology, a 
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strong sense of cohesion is likely to result. Thus, the degree of choice in membership is 
likely to lead to members having more in common and, therefore, a greater level of 
connectedness to other members.   
Participants’ awareness and readiness to respond as a student or a member of their 
interest group was equally high. Membership in an interest group, is potentially an 
important social identity. Being a member of Amnesty International or Greenpeace, a 
religious group or even a gym, says something important about the identity of a person. 
Being a student is obviously also an important social identity, as it is a large part of 
participants’ current social self. So, although choice in being a student is more restricted 
than being a member of an interest group, the awareness and cognitive readiness of the 
student category is also high. Thus, both the student and interest group categories had a 
greater importance for the social identity of the participants than the local neighborhood 
category and, thus, their awareness of their membership in these communities was high.  
 The finding that group memberships did not differ on Ingroup Affect was 
unexpected. Ingroup Affect relates to the feelings associated with our group membership 
(Cameron, 2004). It would seem logical, then, to hypothesize that individuals would feel 
more positively towards group memberships that they had a greater degree of choice in 
belonging to. However, in the current study, the level of positive affect was high for all 
group memberships, in fact considerably higher than the means for the other two social 
identification subscales. The lack of difference between groups on this subscale may have 
been attributable to a ceiling affect. It is possible that conscious awareness and 
connectedness to other community members may be more tangible and specific aspects of 
social identification (where individuals differentiate between various community 
memberships), whereas our generalized feelings towards a community may reflect more 
an overall positive regard for the communities to which we belong.   
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It should be noted that other group related factors, such as size and status, may also 
have influenced these findings. For example, while members of high status groups will 
identify strongly with their group (e.g., Ellemers, van Knippenberg, de Vries, & Wilke, 
1988; Ellemers, van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990; Rijsman, 1983), members of low status 
groups, not being provided with a satisfactory social identity, may not have such high 
levels of social identification (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). It is possible that participants saw 
the student of interest groups as having higher status than their local neighborhood. Size of 
the group can also influence social identification (Hogg & Abrahams, 1988). It is likely 
that the interest groups were much smaller than the student or neighborhood categories 
fostering higher levels of group cohesiveness. However, the influence of choice of group 
membership on differences in social identification with these memberships remains a 
plausible and consistent explanation of these findings in line with social identity theory 
assumptions. Integration of other group-related variables should be considered in future 
research within this domain.    
 Psychological Sense of Community 
 Similarly to the effect of choice on social identification, participants’ levels of 
overall PSOC increased significantly as the choice associated with membership in the 
community group increased. Thus, the current results provide support for previous 
findings (e.g., Compas, 1981; Obst et al., 2002b) which found higher levels of PSOC in 
groups in which they had a greater degree of choice in belonging.  
The pattern of results across the dimensions of PSOC, reflect the findings of 
overall PSOC. Membership scores increased significantly with each increase in the level 
of choice of group membership. The highest sense of belonging was seen in the self 
chosen interest group, indicating that choosing to belong to a community of people with 
similar interests resulted in a greater feeling of belonging to that community.   
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Emotional Connection, the bonds developed through interaction with other 
community members, also increased with greater degree of choice of group membership. 
This finding is again most likely due to the common interest which has drawn them 
together to form the community. Similarly, the perceived similarity and closeness to other 
students of the university was greater than that with members of their neighborhood.  
The highest mean levels of Needs Fulfillment were seen in the self selected interest 
group. Many of the self selected interest groups participants belonged to were political 
(e.g., student union), environmental (e.g., Greening Australia), religious, or lifestyle related 
(e.g., sports clubs), which represent an ideology or an interest. These groups have a focused 
purpose and, as such, participants are more likely to have common goals, beliefs and values 
with other members of such groups than with their neighbors, who are likely to have more 
diverse interests. Mean levels of Influence also increased with the level of choice of 
community membership. Again, the effect of choice may explain this finding. Few people 
are likely to choose to belong to a community in which they feel little or no influence.  
Hence, these results add empirical strength to the notion that having a greater degree 
of choice in being a member of a particular community may lead to higher levels of overall 
PSOC and the dimensions of Membership, Emotional Connection, Needs Fulfillment, and 
Influence. Thus, the findings of the current research support and strengthen those of Obst et 
al. (2002) and Compas (1981).  
Taken together, these results evidence the changing nature of community. 
Respondents felt comparatively lower levels of membership, emotional connection, 
influence, and needs fulfillment with their local neighborhoods and higher levels of all 
four dimensions with their self selected interest group. These results indicate growing 
importance in our current society of communities which develop from common interest 
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rather geography, which provide new community networks to meet needs traditionally met 
by the neighborhood setting. 
 The Impact of Choice: Theoretical and Practical Implications  
 The aim of the current study was to present an initial examination of the construct 
of choice of group membership and how it may impact on the psychological processes of 
social identification and PSOC. The findings of the current study provide some initial 
evidence that choice of group membership may impact on social identification and PSOC 
and builds on past research which has indicated that such a relationship may exist (e.g., 
Barreto & Ellemers, 2002; Compas, 1981; Obst et al., 2002b). By controlling for 
situational salience, these results provide stronger evidence for the influence of choice of 
membership on respondents’ social identification and PSOC with these communities. 
 While a large body of research into PSOC begins to give us an insight, still much is 
unknown about the processes underlying individuals’ development and maintenance of a 
sense of community in the communities to which they belong. Amongst the myriad of 
factors that can impact upon the strength of connections, sense of belonging, feelings of 
influence, and needs fulfillment, it seems that a sense of choice in belonging to a 
community may be one factor that can positively influence these elements. If we look 
more broadly at the significance of a sense of choice and the associated values of freedom 
or personal autonomy, it is not surprising. Rokeach (1973) wrote extensively on the 
importance to our core human values of a sense of freedom and autonomy. Fiske (2004) 
views having a sense of control as an important aspect of individuals’ feelings of 
effectiveness in both their selves and their social environments. Perceived choice has been 
shown to have a positive influence on a number a psychological processes and behaviors 
(e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1987; Ryan & Grolnick, 1986; Zuckerman et al., 1978). Thus, it is 
clear that a sense of choice or autonomy can have a strong impact on how we view the 
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world and operate within it. While there are many other aspects of our community 
memberships that will impact on our sense of community and identification with that 
community, this study provides some initial evidence that having a sense of choice in 
belonging to a particular community may have a positive effect on these constructs. 
Limitations  
 There are several limitations in the current study which should be noted. Firstly, 
this sample was an urban, predominately young population. Past research has shown that 
various demographic variables such as age, gender, having children, length of 
membership, participating in local community organizations, and the size of the town of 
residence also impact on PSOC (e.g., Buckner, 1988; Davidson, Cotter & Stovel, 1991; 
Lounsbury & De Neui, 1996; Obst et al., 2002c; Prezza & Costantini, 1998; Wandersman 
& Giamartino, 1980). Future research needs to be conducted in different and more diverse 
populations to examine if the influence of choice is generalizable to other populations. 
    Secondly, in the current study, participants’ social identification and PSOC was 
assessed with different community memberships which ranged in the degree of choice 
associated with membership, from low to high. A continuum beginning from some choice 
was used in this study as research from a social identity theory perspective indicates 
different processes are likely to occur in groups where group boundaries are perceived as 
permeable, (i.e. some choice) and when group boundaries are seen as impermeable as in a 
no choice group such as gender or ethnicity. In such categories the individuals’ social 
identity may be integrated with their personal identity. Thus, levels of social identification 
may actually be higher in a no choice category than in a high choice category (Hogg & 
Abrams, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Future research could incorporate considerations 
of no choice categories and how absence of choice may impact upon the processes 
underlying social identification and PSOC. 
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 Finally, while a pilot study was used to provide evidence for the memberships 
chosen to represent different degrees of choice, other factors may also have differed 
between these community types, such as size, time perspective in being a community 
member, and length of membership status. The results presented here are an initial 
examination of the construct, which indicate that further research into the influence of 
choice is warranted to strengthen the empirical evidence of the current results.  
Conclusion      
The results of this study have presented initial evidence for the notion that degree 
of choice of membership may influence levels of social identification and PSOC with that 
community group. By controlling for the effects of the salience of group membership, 
differences emerging between groups can be attributed to the difference in the level of 
choice rather than the situational accessibility of the group membership. The findings of 
the current study also have a practical application for those working with communities. 
Programs that heighten individuals’ awareness of the degree of choice associated with that 
membership may be useful in developing and enhancing individuals’ PSOC and 
identification with those communities.    
Finally, the current study also provided an original examination of community 
membership by examining participant’s membership in concurrent groups. Thus, this study 
has added to the growing evidence that we can and do find sense of community in the many 
and varied groups to which we belong. The results of the present research indicate that a 
factor which may have an important contribution to make, both theoretically and practically 
is the extent to which community members perceive that they have a choice in being a 
member of their particular community.  
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Table 1 
 Internal Reliabilities for the SCI and TDSIS total scales and subscales.  
 
 Community Group 
Scale Neighborhood Student Interest Group 
Total Identification .82 .84 .91 
Centrality .75 .81 .85 
Ingroup Affect .77 .82 .80 
Ingroup Ties .79 .81 .87 
 
Total PSOC 
 
.80 
 
.80 
 
.84 
Membership .75 .78 .77 
Influence .71 .71 .76 
Emotional Connection .70 .71 .76 
Needs Fulfillment .75 .77 .80 
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Figure 1 .  Mean social identification and PSOC across group memberships. 
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Figure 2.  Mean rating on social identification subscales across group memberships. 
 
 
 
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Centrality Ingroup Ties Ingroup Affect
Social Identification  Dimensions
M
ea
n 
R
at
in
g
Neighborhood
Student
Interest Group
 
 
 
                                                                                                      Choosing to Belong 30 
 
Figure 3.  Mean ratings for each dimension of PSOC across group memberships. 
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